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Pause and reset
While COVID-19 has 
slowed B.C.’s overall 
economy, construction will 
help propel recovery as 
project activity and labour 
demand peaks loom 
large in 2021, BuildForce 
Canada forecasts
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outlook: Pause and reset: B.C.’s construction 
markets are set to rebound through 2024
Recruitment, training of new generation of workers remains top priority for industry

By Bill Ferreira

Prior to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, British Columbia 
in general, and the Lower 

Mainland in particular, were 
poised for a dramatic rise in 
construction activity and labour 
demand in 2021. While quaran-
tine measures have dampened 
both construction activity and 
labour demand across the coun-
try, B.C.’s ambitious reopening 
schedule and the full resumption 
of many major projects will see 
that peak altered but not delayed. 

The message for the province’s 
construction and maintenance 
industry: do not count on an in-
dustry reset to change the press-
ing need to recruit and train new 
workers who will be desperately 
needed to fuel a recovery.

BuildForce Canada’s 2020–2029 
Construction and Maintenance 
L ooking For ward  prov i ncia l 
labour market forecast indicated 
that major non-residential pro-
jects and record levels of housing 
starts were driving the province 
to a 2021 market peak. 

While the economic pause re-
sulting from COVID-19 public 
health orders may alter the num-
ber of workers required, strong 
levels of activity and labour de-
mand peaks loom large in 2021, 
as investment over the near term 
continues to be driven by a long, 
diverse list of projects that spans 
LNG, pipelines, utilities, transit, 
roads and highways, bridge work, 
hospitals and schools. 

For B.C., a full recovery may 
come earlier than elsewhere in 
Canada. With the construction 
industry deemed an essential 
service, B.C.’s construction mar-
ket has fared better than other 
provinces. With a relatively low 
infection rate of 57 per 100,000 
and the province’s success in 
flattening the hospitalization 
curve, B.C. is already in the third 
phase of its reopening plan as 
of July.

The initial uncertainty regard-
ing the arrival of COVID-19 saw 
employers first focusing on their 
employees’ health and safety. 
Industry activity soon began to 
slow for several reasons. In some 
cases, the pandemic affected 
both public and private project 
funding and project schedules.

Unsteady global oil and gas 
prices related to consumption 
collapse caused some major pri-
vate sector projects to be deferred 
and contributed to the alteration 
of the scope and scheduling of 
other energy-related projects. 
Ultimately, to ensure worker 
safety and support provincial 
efforts to contain the spread of 
the virus, LNG Canada, Peace 
River Site C and the TMX and 
Coastal GasLink projects all saw 

a significant reduction in work-
force levels.

T he Lower Ma i n la nd fa red 
slightly better as many residen-
tial and non-residential projects 
continued to proceed largely un-
interrupted. Construction work 
at the Port of Vancouver and 
TransLink projects continued 
to move forward, although work 
on the Vancouver International 
Airport was suspended in late 
March.

As recovery progresses, public-
sector infrastructure projects 
will continue to dominate Lower 
Mainland demand, including the 
Pattullo Bridge Replacement, the 
resumption of the Vancouver 
International Airport expan-
sion, pipeline projects, St. Paul’s 
Hospital, the Broadway Subway 
Project, the Surrey Langley Sky-
Train, and the Vancouver Fraser 
Port Authority container expan-
sion program.

Investment is expected to re-
main at high sustained levels 
across the province to 2024, and 
then decline somewhat as sev-
eral large scale projects such as 
LNG Canada, Site C, the Pattullo 
Bridge and major highway work, 
such as the Highway 1 upgrade 
and expansion, are expected to 
conclude. 

In the residential sector, B.C. 
housing starts have declined 
from almost 45,000 in 2019 to a 
projected 34,900 in 2020. While 
a number of risks exist, including 
access to capital that may impact 
future investment levels, Build-
Force estimates B.C.’s residential 
market will rebound more quick-
ly than that of other provinces, 
with housing starts recovering 
to approximately 40,000 in 2021 
and 42,000 in 2022. 

While early anecdotal reports 
predicted a collapse in residential 
renovation work due to reduced 
consumer spending and concerns 
about COVID-19, indications are 
that the renovation sector con-
tinues to rebound, with outdoor 
work such as roofing faring par-
ticularly well.

R e p o r t s  f r o m  B u i l d Fo r c e 

Canada’s B.C. provincial labour 
market information committee 
in early April revealed an encour-
aging trend. As clarity around 
COVID-19 protocols emerged, 
workers in general welcomed a 
return to employment.

That is supported by Labour 
Force Survey numbers from Sta-
tistics Canada, which indicated 
that the B.C. construction in-
dustry was performing signifi-
cantly better than the national 
construction unemployment 
rate of 20.5% in April. During 
the same month, the B.C. con-
struction industry recorded an 
unemployment rate of just 11.7%. 
That number dropped to 11.2% in 
May and is expected to drop even 
further in June. 

While much of the province’s 
apprentice training has been 
suspended during the pandem-
ic, except for online courses, 
the continued development of 
new skilled employees to meet 
demand and replace retiring 
workers should continue to be a 
priority for the industry. 

The BuildForce forecast antici-
pates that 44,200 workers will 
retire over the decade, and based 

on historical trends, an estimated 
37,800 first-time local new en-
trants aged 30 and younger are 
expected to join the province’s 
construction labour force. That 
gap of 6,400 workers alone is 
significant and would be com-
pounded by an increase in labour 
market demand.

In the Lower Mainland alone, 
BuildForce anticipates that ap-
proximately 25,300 workers are 
expected to retire by 2029. Even 
with 22,900 first-time local new 
entrants aged 30 and younger 
anticipated to join the industry, 
which means the industry can 
ill afford to neglect labour force 
recruitment and training over the 
course of the decade. 

At this point, BuildForce fore-
sees little likelihood that the 
Lower Mainland can count on 
labour market fluctuations in the 
rest of the province significant 
enough to satisfy local labour de-
mands during the forecast period. 

While recruitment from other 
provinces and other sectors re-
mains a possibility, the industry 
will need to continue its efforts to 
recruit workers from groups trad-
itionally underrepresented in the 

construction labour force. That 
includes women and Indigen-
ous people, who represent a small 
percentage of the province’s cur-
rent onsite labour force. 

As the province welcomes an 
anticipated 50,000 immigrants 
annually over the coming dec-
ade, newcomers to Canada have 
the potential to help the indus-
try meet its labour force re-
quirements. Programs such as 
the British Columbia Construc-
tion Association’s Integrating 
Newcomers program are a step 
in the right direction, providing 
immigrants to Canada with the 
resources and information they 
need to quickly integrate into the 
province’s construction industry.

BuildForce is working on a mid-
year investment outlook cover-
ing the next 24-month period. It 
will be published this summer, 
to assist the industry in better 
understanding the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on provin-
cial investment. This work will 
be supplemented by the broader 
BuildForce Canada 2021–2030 
Construction and Maintenance 
Industry forecast which will fol-
low in early March 2021. •

Bill Ferreira is the executive director of 
BuildForce Canada, a national industry-
led organization committed to working 
with the construction industry to 
provide information and resources to 
assist with its management of workforce 
requirements.

Bill Ferreira, Executive director, BuildForce Canada

With the construction industry deemed an essential 
service, B.C.’s construction market has fared better 
than other provinces

In the Lower Mainland alone, BuildForce anticipates that approximately 25,300 workers are 
expected to retire by 2029 | ranplett/Getty

Bill Ferreira, executive director 
of BuildForce Canada |  
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By Fiona Famulak

Our country and province 
h ave come a long way 
since COVID-19 emerged. 

And there is a way to go to re-
build our national and provincial 
economies.

When the pandemic hit, the 
govern ments of Ca nada a nd 
British Columbia rightly focused 
on three priorities: protecting 
people’s health; providing fi-
nancial supports for families and 
businesses; and ensuring essen-
tial services remained available.

With B.C. now in Phase 3 of its 
Restart Plan, and while control-
ling the spread of the virus and 
supporting affected individuals 
and businesses remain high pri-
ority, it’s time for all govern-
ments to focus on infrastructure 
stimulus spending and develop-
ing sound public policies needed 
to rebuild the economy. 

Reaching pre-COVID economic 
activity will not be easy. After 
two months of severe employ-
ment losses, B.C.’s unemploy-
ment rate in May was 13.4%, 
reflecting the 353,000 jobs lost 
since the pandemic was declared. 
Unemployment hasn’t been this 
high since December 1981 and is a 
far cry from the near-record lows 
of below 5% at the start of 2020. 

B.C.’s construction industry 
was fortunate to be deemed an 
essential service, allowing con-
struction sites to remain open 
prov id e d prov i nci a l  he a lt h 
guidelines are followed, and 
helping to position the province 
for economic recovery. But that 
does not mean the industry has 
not seen layoffs as well as project 

delays and increased costs due to 
COVID-19.

Before the pandemic, construc-
tion accounted for nearly 9% of 
B.C.’s gross domestic product 
and employed 236,000 men and 
women. Today, the industry re-
mains ready, willing and able 
to work and needs all levels of 
government to issue tenders and 
award contracts to keep the pro-
ject pipeline full and employees 
working. 

Infrastructure stimulus fund-
ing can be applied to three types 
of projects. First are the smaller 
projects – those ranging from $5 
million to $50 million – that pro-
vide myriad bidding opportun-
ities for small- and medium-sized 
contractors.

Second are the projects idled 
during COVID-19 for reasons of 
cashflow and other operational 
considerations. These projects 
need a temporary funding injec-
tion to allow construction to re-
start immediately.

T h i rd a re the la rger i n fra-
structure projects that address 
national, provincial and local 
infrastructure gaps that will cre-
ate significant family-supporting 
employment and enable long-term 
productivity improvements in the 
national and provincial interest.

In all cases, the focus must be 
on identifying “shovel-ready” 
projects that can be tendered as 
soon as possible. The federal gov-
ernment’s recent shift towards 
“shovel-worthy” projects creates 
new delays as new projects are 
reviewed through a different lens.

While infrastructure stimulus 
spending is essential to economic 
recovery, it must be coupled with 

public policies that support busi-
nesses rather than create undue 
burden that jeopardizes their 
very existence. In that context, 
our association has joined its 
many industry and business 
partners to advocate on three 
specific policies that, if enacted, 
could result in increased bank-
ruptcies across our province. 

First is the proposed nation-
al sick leave program during 
COVID-19. The issue is not about 
whether to support Canadians 
so they can stay home while sick, 
but rather who pays. While we’re 
encouraged by the federal and 
provincial collaboration on the 
matter, until such time as details 
are announced, the business com-
munity remains concerned about 
the potential that employers may 
be required to assume the burden 
of sick pay during the pandemic. 

Similarly, there is concern about 
COVID presumption and who 
will pay the wages of employ-
ees who contract the disease at 
work. WorkSafeBC is weighing a 
proposal to presume COVID-19 
is contracted at work regardless 
of where transmission occurred. 
Sh i fti ng the costs of a pub-
lic health crisis onto employers 
through increased WorkSafeBC 
premiums has no basis in science 
and could be ruinous for busi-
nesses who are unable to absorb 
any further fixed or variable cost 
increases arising from COVID-19. 

Third is the temporary layoff 
provision in the Employment 
Standards Act that deems an em-
ployee constructively dismissed 
13 weeks after being laid off. The 
provision was used extensively 
in the early days of the pandemic 

as companies took steps to tem-
porarily reduce their cost base 
in response to the intensely un-
certain business environment. 
Last month, after unprecedented 
outcry from the business com-
munity, the provincial govern-
ment extended the temporary 
layoff period until August 30 and 
directed employers who need 
longer to apply for an extension 
under the Act. 

The extension is a welcome re-
prieve. However, because there 
is already a significant backlog 
of extension applications, the 
government’s direction to apply 
for an extension beyond August 
30 is not a solution but rather a 
burden on businesses at a time 
when their working capital is al-
ready depleted and their business 
continuity in question. 

T he federa l a nd prov i ncia l 
governments’ responses to the 
pandemic have been rapid and 
coordinated and have undoubt-
edly helped us navigate the pan-
demic to this point. And we have 
a way to go. While our continued 
health and safety vigilance will 
remain the keystone to our suc-
cess, it will take a combination of 
infrastructure stimulus spending 
and sound public policies to re-
build an economy that works for 
all British Columbians. •

Fiona Famulak is president of the 
Vancouver Regional Construction 
Association, which represents the general 
and trade contractors, manufacturers, 
suppliers and professional service 
providers that operate as both union and 
open-shop employers in the industrial, 
commercial, institutional and high-rise 
residential construction industry.

Stimulus, sound public policy essential to COVID-19 economic recovery
Identifying “shovel-ready” projects that can be tendered as soon as possible is a priority 

Today, the industry 
remains ready, willing 
and able to work and 
needs all levels of 
government to issue 
tenders and award 
contracts to keep the 
project pipeline full 
and employees working
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workplace: COVID-19 health and safety best practices become ‘new normal’

By Brigitte Petersen

New COVID-19 health and 
safety protocols will like-
ly continue as best prac-

tices beyond the pandemic for 
Metro Vancouver construction 
companies, according to local 
business and association leaders.

Significant changes made ne-
cessary by the pandemic include 
new technology and proced-
ures on job sites, in offices and 
at manufacturing facilities and 
supplier showrooms. 

Plumbing, heating and elec-
trical product distributor Bartle 
& Gibson remained operational 
throughout the pandemic and 
quickly pivoted to adopt new 
best practices.

Norm Bajwa, Ba rtle & Gib-
son’s senior vice-president of 
plumbing sales, said while there 
is “not a textbook to follow,” the 
company has been complying 
with B.C.’s health and safety 
recommendations.

“We, from the start, have quar-
antined any staff members that 
has been out of country, have 
shown any symptoms of sick-
ness or have been in contact with 
anyone who may be infected 
with COVID-19,” said Bajwa.

B a r t l e  & G i b son i n s t a l le d 
acrylic sheets and kept its sales 
counters open to the public while 
providing hand sanitizer to pro-
tect customers and staff. The 
company also added signage, 
floor markings and boundaries 
to support physical distancing, 
limited the number of customers 
in buildings at the same time, 
made showrooms available by 
appointment only and increased 
cleaning.

“I feel that the changes and 
precautions we have taken will 
be the new normal at least until 
a vaccine is available, but maybe 
beyond,” Bajwa said.

With COVID-19 creating num-
erous challenges, quick imple-
mentation of new protocols has 
been crucial, according to Kevin 
Mierau, president of Mierau 
Contractors Ltd, a long-term 
VRCA member.

The Abbotsford-based com-
pany employs a full-time safety 
officer to ensure new health and 
safety procedures are followed. 

“This is not a new position, but 
it did help make the additional 
protocols much easier to imple-
ment and monitor,” Mierau said.

Changes such as frequent hand 
washing, physical distancing 
and use of personal protect-
ive equipment (PPE) required 
adjustments at first, but were 
quickly adopted by workers, he 
said. 

“There are several scopes of 
work that are challenging when 
it  comes to d i sta nci ng, but 
proper pla n n i ng a nd related 
PPE requirements address the 

problems and allow for work to 
continue.”

Like many other companies, 
Mierau Contractors has been 
hold i ng meeti ngs v ia v ideo, 
and most paperwork that used 
to b e cou r iered i s now sent 
electronically.

“I expect most of the changes 
will remain as normal site ex-
pectations in the future,” Mierau 
said.

Kim Barbero, CEO of the Mech-
anical Contractors Association 
of BC, said health and safety 
continues to be a top priority for 
mechanical contractors, which 
includes plumbers, gasfitters, 
fire protection specialists and 
heating, ventilation and air con-
ditioning technicians.

When emergency orders swept 
B.C. and the industry continued 
to operate under heightened 
protocols, general contractors, 
trade contractors, their subcon-
tractors and suppliers adapted 
collectively, re-assessed proto-
cols reg u la rly a nd i mproved 
processes in the fast-changing 
environment. This meant in-
creasing the number of hand-
wash i ng stations w ith fresh 
water and hand sanitizer, using 
masks and respirators for tasks 
requiring workers to be within 
six feet of one another and devel-
oping new processes for sharing 
elevators. 

New procedures have schedul-
ing and cost implications such 
as additional time needed for 
on-site training and to meet 
physical distancing require-
ments, Barbero said. Increased 
use of PPE, sanitizers, extra time 
needed to move people and ma-
terials and site office require-
ments have also added costs for 
contractors.

“I do expect that post-COVID, 
the enhanced clean-up stations 
a nd faci l it ies w i l l  be m a i n-
tained,” Barbero said. “I also 
expect that there will be a low 
threshold for people working 
if sick.”

Work has remained the same, 
but how work is performed and 
the additional time needed for 
projects has changed. Contract-
ors have had to absorb extra 
costs and implement perform-
ance measures to balance on-
time project delivery with safety, 
she said. 

“Mechanical contractors have 
become even more schedule-
conscious, anticipating supply 
chain issues and delays and pre-
ordering and pre-loading project 
materials – all of which has a 
financial impact to the mech-
anical contractor.”

T h e bi g ge s t  c h a l l e n ge for 
mechanical contracting teams 
on job sites has been adopting 
new practices that have become 
the new normal.

“Now they have to pause, pivot, 

think about the new procedure 
and then proceed,” she said. 
“Education and daily reinforce-
ment of the new procedures and 
protocols ensure mechanical con-
tractors remain compliant.”

Deborah Cahill, president of the 
Electrical Contractors Associa-
tion of BC (ECABC), said ensur-
ing strict adherence to health 
and safety protocols set by the 
provincial health officer, such as 
practising physical distancing 
and wearing appropriate PPE, has 
been the No. 1 priority for the as-
sociation’s members.

“On job sites, contractors are 
taking steps to ensure that there 
aren’t large meetings in enclosed 
spaces where distancing isn’t pos-
sible,” said Cahill.

M a n y  o f f i c e  s t a f f  h a v e 
been working remotely since 

Craig Mitchell, Vancouver 
Regional Construction 
Association board member: 
“employers who may have 
traditionally frowned on 
workers taking sick days will 
now realize the importance 
of those days as a means to 
minimizing virus transmission 
and keeping their employees 
safe and healthy”  | Submitted

Deborah Cahill, president 
of the Electrical Contractors 
Association of BC: “on 
job sites, contractors are 
taking steps to ensure 
that there aren’t large 
meetings in enclosed spaces 
where distancing isn’t 
possible”  | Submitted

Kevin Mierau, president  
of Mierau Contractors Ltd.: 
“there are several scopes of 
work that are challenging 
when it comes to distancing, 
but proper planning and 
related PPE requirements 
address the problems 
and allow for work to 
continue.”  | Submitted

Kim Barbero, CEO of the 
Mechanical Contractors 
Association of B.C.: 
“now they have to pause, 
pivot, think about the 
new procedure and then 
proceed”  | Submitted

Bartle & Gibson’s senior 
vice-president of plumbing 
sales, Norm Bajwa: “I 
feel that the changes and 
precautions we have taken 
will be the new normal 
at least until a vaccine 
is available, but maybe 
beyond” | Bartle & Gibson 

Distancing requirements and other precautions against the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic 
continue to be observed on B.C. construction sites  | Mechanical contractors Association of BC

New procedures and protocols have increased costs for all contractors as industry stays vigilant against pandemic’s spread 
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workplace: COVID-19 health and safety best practices become ‘new normal’

mid-March, and ECABC’s staff 
recently returned to the office, 
with the help of WorkSafeBC’s 
Safety Plan tool and the BC Con-
struction Safety Alliance’s office 
reopening guide.

Cahill said electrical contract-
ors and others in the industry 
have been sharing best practi-
ces and processes since the pan-
demic began. Some members 
developed client questionnaires 
to prevent exposure to COVID-19 
and to ensure appropriate health 
and safety measures are taken. 
Others implemented in-house 
production lines for face masks, 
while many have been using a 
“text ‘safe’ for entry” process for 
staff to confirm they are symp-
tom-free before beginning their 
workday.

Extra precautions taken during 
the pandemic have helped keep 
the number of COVID-19 claims 
accepted by WorkSafeBC from 

the construction industry to just 
one as of July 1, but they also af-
fect project timelines, according 
to Cahill.

“Reduced efficiency is def-
initely something that a lot of 
contractors are talking about,” 
she said. “Taking these precau-
tions does take time and can slow 
down work. Contractors need 
confidence that they won’t be 
penalized if timelines aren’t met 
because of delays caused by ad-
herence to health standards.”

Cra ig M itchel l,  Va ncouver 
Regional Construction Associa-
tion board member, agreed that 
many of the health and safety 
adjustments in the industry are 
likely here to stay.

“From providing sinks with hot 
water on site along with flush toi-
lets in some cases, the worksite 
may be forever changed,” Mitchell 
said.

For suppliers and manufacturers, 

there will continue to be greater 
emphasis on worker safety for 
those workplaces with a large 
number of staff in close proximity, 

he said.
“Employers who may have 

traditionally frowned on workers 
taking sick days will now realize 

the importance of those days 
as a means to minimizing virus 
transmission and keeping their 
employees safe and healthy.” •

New procedures and protocols have increased costs for all contractors as industry stays vigilant against pandemic’s spread 

Personal protective equiment, sanitizers, extra time needed to move people and materials and site 
office requirements have added costs for contractors  | Mechanical contractors association of bc

Kim Barbero CEO, Mechanical contractors association of b.c. 

I do expect that post-COVID, the enhanced clean-up 
stations and facilities will be maintained.... There will 
be a low threshold for people working if sick
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leadership: Industry collaboration  
is the key to construction’s success 
B.C. companies respond to pandemic with unprecedented level of behind-the-scenes co-operative planning

By David Weir

During the first days of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Brit-
ish Columbia’s construc-

tion industry found itself in a 
unique position relative to other 
Canadian provinces. Where many 
provinces shut down construction 
sites entirely, B.C.’s industry was 
deemed an essential service that, 
subject to provincial health officer 
guidelines, provided contractors 
with the opportunity to remain 
open and thousands of men and 
women in construction to work 
safely. 

While the general public noticed 
that construction continued at 
a time when other sectors were 
shuttered, most did not see the 
behind-the-scenes collabora-
tion that enabled the industry to 
quickly pivot to implement re-
quired enhanced health and safety 
protocols.

Within days of COVID-19 be-
ing declared a pandemic, and 
with the health and safety of 
workers everyone’s No. 1 pri-
ority, construction companies 
large and small were sharing 
their COVID-19 response plans 
with each other in a bid to ensure 
everyone’s safety. 

“The pandemic created a sense 
of urgency for all of us in con-
struction to either step up to the 
challenge and work together or 
risk having the industry shut 
down,” said Jonathan Boyce, 
operations manager at Ledcor 
Construction Ltd. “We wanted 

to share all that we were doing and 
get feedback from other compan-
ies so that we could continually 
improve and then share that back 
to the industry. As others were 
also sharing, this raised the bar 
throughout the whole industry. 

“Now that we are four months 
into the pandemic, we can see ex-
amples throughout the world of 
countries that did not prioritize 
sharing and collaboration. I am 
glad that we in the B.C. construc-
tion industry did not take that 
route.”

The unprecedented level of col-
laboration paid off. As of July 1 
WorkSafeBC has accepted 290 
COVID-19 claims., and only one 
is from the construction industry. 

Similar collaboration also oc-
cured between the leaders of the 
major development, engineering 
and construction associations in 
British Columbia. Representing 
the residential and non-residen-
tial construction sectors and all 
facets of the industry from de-
velopers to engineers, contractors 
to manufacturers and suppliers, 
employer groups to unions, and 
safety organizations to insurance 
providers, a group of 13 associa-
tions gathered around a shared 
goal to work collaboratively to 
support B.C.’s development, en-
gineering and construction indus-
try as it navigates the pandemic.

Four months later and now some 
20 associations strong, the group 
continues to meet regularly to 
share intelligence about the issues 
facing the industry, compile the 

necessary resources and com-
municate consistent information 
to their respective members. 

“I experienced a similar level of 
collaboration while president of 
the Whistler Chamber of Com-
merce in the lead-up to the 2010 
Olympic and Paralympic Winter 
Games,” said Fiona Famulak, 
Vancouver Regional Construc-
t ion A sso ci at ion  pre sid ent. 
“Starting a number of years out 
from the Games, the key resort 
partners worked collaboratively 
with the shared goal of success-
fully hosting the world.

“This time, the shared goal is to 
help the development, engineer-
ing and construction industry 
navigate the pandemic. It’s a dif-
ferent goal but the collaborative 
process is very similar. We are 
laser-focused on providing our 
respective members with the 
resources they need to operate 
safely and deliver successfully.”  

Although industry collaboration 
might not have been obvious to 

those on the outside, the outcome 
was. Construction has been com-
mended numerous times by the 
provincial government for the 
way in which it pivoted to imple-
ment enhanced safety protocols 
to keep workers safe while deliv-
ering an essential service. 

“Construction sites have been 
allowed to stay open through-
out the pandemic only because 
the industry has been willing to 
find innovative ways to abide 
by public health protocols – and 
have shared what works with one 
another,” said Deborah Cahill, 
president of the Electrical Con-
tractors Association of BC.

The emergence of COVID-19 
caught many off guard. Few could 
have predicted a global pandem-
ic was around the corner as the 
provincial economy celebrated 
the start of a new decade with 
unprecedented demand for con-
struction services and record low 
unemployment. Suddenly, busi-
nesses were operating without a 

script, and a collective effort was 
needed to draft a playbook.

“The opportunity to collect 
member feedback on the chal-
lenges associated with running 
an essential business during this 
unprecedented time has been 
valuable,” said Neil Moody, CEO 
of the Canadian Home Builders’ 
Association of BC. “By sharing 
what we were hearing from our 
respective members, pain-points 
and trends were more easily iden-
tified and solutions implemented. 
This would not have been possible 
if the associations had worked 
in silos.” 

While construction has suc-
cessfully weathered the im-
mediate challenges posed by 
COVID-19, the work of industry 
and the various associations con-
tinues as they navigate through 
B.C.’s four-phase Restart Plan.  

“In an environment of uncer-
tainty, there is a lot to be said 
a nd ga i ned th roug h reg u la r 
collaboration with peers who 
share common goals,” said Kim 
Barbero, chief executive officer 
of the Mechanical Contractors 
Association of BC.

COVID-19 has had a devastat-
ing effect on society. Yet, it’s also 
demonstrated unprecedented 
collaboration across govern-
ments, industry and their asso-
ciations. We really are all in this 
together. 

David Weir is manager, industry and 
government relations, for the Vancouver 
Regional Construction Association. •

COVID-19 compelled B.C. construction companies to make a 
collective planning effort | WinnieVinzence/Getty

outreach: Region’s construction firms 
help build community during pandemic 
Supporting struggling businesses and families is key

By Peter Mitham

Builders create the offices 
and homes where we live, 
work and play, and without 

them no one would have had a 
place to self-isolate when gov-
ernments across the country 
began restricting movement in 
response to the COVID-19 pan-
demic in March.

But unlike many office jobs, 
construction can’t be done at 
home, and the provincial gov-
ernment declared the building 
sector essential to the province’s 
economic health. Protocols were 
implemented to keep projects 
moving, but workers were often 
toiling in neighbourhoods that re-
sembled ghost towns. Most shops, 
including sit-down restaurants 

and cafes, shut down. Job losses 
soared, and it wasn’t until early 
June that reopening finally began 

to gather steam.
“Con s t r u ct ion compa n ie s 

have been very fortunate that, 

as essential service providers, 
we’ve continued to work,” said 
Darin Hughes, president of Scott 
Construction Group. “As a re-
sult, we feel a responsibility to 
do something for the people that 
aren’t so fortunate.”

The company’s mental health 
committee decided the best route 
was to buy meals from restaurants 
that remained open, supporting 
them in a tough patch and pro-
viding a decent meal for workers 
at a time of drastically reduced 
options.

“This is about the immedi-
ate need of a specific industry 
we could help,” he said, not-
ing that “thousands of meals” 
have been served at Scott job 
sites in B.C., Alberta, Ontario 
and even Texas. “We wanted to 

support the smaller, local busi-
nesses that really depend on the 
neighbourhood.”

Other companies have been 
nominated to follow suit in the 
initiative that carries the #lunch-
boxchallenge hashtag on social 
media. Upwards of 60 firms have 
now taken part, and about 75 local 
eateries have benefitted.

“Sometimes job sites are very 
disruptive to neigbourhoods,” 
said Harold Barisoff, vice-presi-
dent of construction, B.C. region, 
with ITC Construction Group in 
Vancouver. “We’re supporting 
the local businesses and showing 
them that we do care, hopefully 
dispelling the perception of the 
big construction company coming 

Darin Hughes, president 
of Scott Construction 
Group | Scott Construction 

Group

Harold Barisoff, vice-
president of construction, 
B.C. region, ITC Construction 
Group | ITC Construction Group

Continued next page
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training: During COVID-19, Construction 
industry embraces online instruction 
VRCA, BCIT and BCCA meet challenge as pandemic spurs sector to adapt quickly with virtual training

 By Peter Caulfield 

To fight the spread of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 
this province, the British 

Columbia government mandated 
physical distancing and restric-
tions on the number of people 
who can gather indoors.

The move has led many con-
struction-related organizations 
in B.C. to change the way they 
deliver training and education. 

W hen the govern ment a n-
nounced the provincial lock-
down in mid-March, Vancouver 
Regional Construction Associa-
tion (VRCA) education manager 
Andrea Ringrose immediately 
cancelled all in-class courses in 
March and began working with the 
instructors to move their training 
to live online presentations. 

“Instructors had to first redesign 
their courses and then find the 
right technology platforms for 
them,” Ringrose said. 

Instructors also needed to ad-
dress significant differences 
between virtual training and its 
in-person equivalent. 

“It’s more difficult to engage 
students online than in a class-
room,” she said. “Instructors need 
to put more effort into getting and 
holding their students’ attention.”

In addition to helping exist-
ing instructors adapt to online 
instruction delivery, Ringrose 
sought out new instructors who 
were already offering courses 
online. 

The many benefits of online 
training notwithstanding, it 
labours under a perception chal-
lenge due to the hands-on nature 
of our memebrs, Ringrose said. 

“Construction professionals 
definitely prefer in-person class-
room training,” she said. 

“However, their positive experi-
ence with virtual training during 
COVID-19 might demonstrate 
that virtual training suits them as 
well, or almost as well, as class-
room training.”

With over 13,000 students, the 
School of Construction and the 

Environment makes up a signifi-
cant part of the British Columbia 
Institute of Technology (BCIT). So, 
when the provincial lockdown was 
announced, BCIT declared a two-
day time-out to allow for a transi-
tion from classroom instruction to 
online delivery.

“The next step was to find out 
what courses could be delivered 
online,” said Wayne Hand, dean 
of the school of construction and 
the environment. 

The ease of the transition from 
in-class instruction to online var-
ied from trade to trade.

“We have been able to transition 
most trades, except for welding, 
to online training,” said Hand. 
“Portions of the welding cur-
riculum can be taught online, 
but good hand-eye coordination, 
which is necessary to become a 
welder, takes lots of hands-on 
practice.”

Compared to welding, however, 
much of the electrical training 
can be handled with videos and 
simulators, so students can get 
what they need from the comfort 
of their homes.

Starting this summer, the school 
of construction is offering a 

blended education model featur-
ing online instruction combined 
with on-campus learning. Stu-
dents back on the BCIT campus 
will be met with all the present-
day safety restrictions: Hand-
washing, the six-foot distancing 
rule and plenty of signs. 

“Some projects will be scaled 
down, there will be no sharing of 
tools and toolbox meetings will be 
held every day,” Hand said. 

In the transition from in-class 
instruction to online, BCIT didn’t 
face any serious challenges.

“But it required a lot of effort to 
think through all of the different 
constraints and still deliver pro-
grams of the same quality,” Hand 
said. “We needed to get every-
body to think differently for the 
new conditions.”

Like the VRCA and BCIT, the 
BC Construction Safety Alliance 
(BCCSA) immediately cancelled 
all its in-person training – ap-
proximately 70 courses over two 
months.

The next step was to determine 
how to put the courses online, 
said Mike McKenna, BCCSA exec-
utive director.

I n conju nction w ith tra i n-
e rs  Pa u l a G ag n e  a n d  Ta nya 
Steele, BCCSA initiated, funded 
and made the transition, said 
McKenna. 

After successfully completing a 
pilot program, Gagne and Steele 
trained the other instructors in 
how to deliver online training. 

“Our instructors are great and 
everything has gone well,” said 
McKenna. “In the future we will 

continue to use online training 
plus in-class instruction.”

Steele said the feedback she and 
Gagne received from the students 
in the first course let them know 
they were on the right track. 

“Some of the students said it 
was the best online course they 
had taken,” Steele said. 

The instructors did, however, 
have a few “whoopsies” and tech-
nical glitches. 

“The students were very gra-
cious as we worked through the 
issues,” she said. “So far we have 
done several courses, and I can 
tell you that we are still learning 
things about the program, still 
having some hiccups and still 
having to brainstorm how to bet-
ter use the technology to engage 
the students.” •

Wayne Hand, dean of BCIT’s 
school of construction 
and the environment: “it 
required a lot of effort to 
think through all of the 
different constraints and 
still deliver programs of the 
same quality. We needed 
to get everybody to think 
differently for the new 
conditions” | BCIT

The success of the rapid transition to online training in the construction industry during the COVID-
19 pandemic has surpassed many expectations | hofred/Getty

in and disrupting lifestyles.”
Supporting local businesses is 

not uncommon in downtown of-
fices, where some tech compan-
ies give employees allowances 
to spend at local restaurants and 
shops. It’s a perk that builds good-
will among workers and in the 
community.

But construction companies, 
which typically have short en-
gagements in communities, usu-
ally find other ways to give back. 

Building for Kids, now in its 25th 
year, is a long-term campaign 
raising funds in support of the BC 
Children’s Hospital Foundation. 
Many teams from the construc-
tion sector have participated in 
Canstruction, an annual event in 
support of the Greater Vancouver 
Food Bank.

The importance of food banks 
to communities during the pan-
demic prompted Ledcor Group to 
contribute a total of $400,000 to 
20 food banks in Canada and the 
U.S., including those in Vancou-
ver, Kamloops, Kelowna, Kitimat 

and Langford.
The need to support families 

that were struggling was also 
a concern for Mark DuMerton, 
president of M&L Painting Ltd.

DuMerton was impressed with 
Scott’s lunchbox challenge and 
heard other companies were send-
ing employees out to deliver gift 
cards for groceries to families who 
needed assistance. He decided 
to follow suit and provided his 
firm’s 90 staffers, as well as about 
a dozen subcontractors, with $100 
each in Save-On-Foods gift cards 
to give to families in need.

This is where his son Alec, a 
senior estimator with the com-
pany, stepped in. Through the 
Tamara Foundation, which the 
family established in 1994 as a 
not-for-profit focused on women 
and children, Alec heard Backpack 
Buddies was also in need.

Vancouver-based Backpack 
Budd ies, fou nded by Joanne 
Griffiths and Emily-Anne King 
in 2012, ensures participants in 
school meal programs also have 
food on weekends. With school-
based meal programs closed 
during the pandemic, Backpack 

Buddies issued a call for support. 
M&L stepped up, contributing 
$10,000 to Backpack Buddies’ 
pandemic program.

“T hey (Back pack Budd ies) 
know the kids,” Alec DuMerton 
said. “They just stepped up im-
mediately and filled the void.”

The pandemic has created op-
portunities for local companies 
to focus not only on high-profile 
outreach projects, but also to 
support their employees who 
want to give back to the com-
munities where they live and 
work. •

OUtreach: region’s 
From B6
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Land and improvements 
that cannot be liened 
include federal land and 
federal undertakings as 
well as highways

By Norm Streu and  
Christopher Hirst

Builders liens can be con-
fusing. While on the sur-
face the concept appears 

straightforward, the details 
are frequently misunderstood 
even by experienced industry 
participants. 

Frequently large general con-
tractors, developers and trades, 
operate under fundamental mis-
constructions of what liens are 
and how they work. The following 
is a reminder of some of the key 
concepts.

What is a lien?
A lien is a simple and cost-effect-
ive tool for securing the recov-
ery of unpaid contract amounts 
owed to construction industry 
participants. 

A lien is intended to give those 
who have assisted in the improve-
ment of land an interest in that 
land or the improvement until 
such time as they are paid. Section 
2 of the Builders Lien Act provides 
a lien for contractors, subcon-
tractors, and workers for the price 
of the work and material to the 
extent that the price remains 

unpaid, on the owner’s interest 
in the land, the improvement, and 
the material itself placed on the 
land. 

A lien holder obtains a right to 
have a specific interest in the land 
sold and to be paid from the pro-
ceeds of such sale. In the absence 
of that secured claim against 
the land and improvement, a 
lien claimant would be left with 
nothing more than its contractual 
claims.

What can be liened?
“Land” and “improvements” are 
central concepts in the Act and 
generally speaking any land or any 
interest in land (e.g. a leasehold 
interest) that is registered at the 
Land Title and Survey Authority 
of British Columbia can be liened. 
In addition, holdback funds can 
be liened. 

Land and improvements that 
cannot be liened include federal 
land and federal undertakings as 
well as highways.

When must a lien be filed?
The key time period to keep in 
mind with respect to filing a land 
lien is 45 days. A lien must be 
filed prior to 45 days from the: (1) 

issuance of a certificate of com-
pletion for the contract claimed 
under; (2) completion, termina-
tion, or abandonment of the head 
contract, if there is a head con-
tract; (3) completion or abandon-
ment of the improvement, if there 
is no head contract; or (4) the first 
sale or occupancy of a strata lot.

A failure to file a land lien within 
the requisite 45-day period of time 
will result in the absolute cancel-
lation of that lien.

How to file a lien
To make a claim of lien against the 
land, a lien claimant must com-
plete a simple document called a 
“Claim of Lien” which then must 
be filed at the Land Title Office. 

It is important to note that when 
completing this document you 
must be absolutely precise with 
respect to the name of the owner, 
the contracting parties, and the 
description of the title to the land 
that you intend to lien, or the lien 
may found to be invalid. 

There are no formal require-
ments with respect to making a 
lien against the holdback. The 
most common method of mak-
ing such a claim is to notify the 
owner in writing of the claim of 

lien against the holdback and/
or commencing an action with 
respect to the holdback. 

So now you have a lien: how 
do you get paid?
A lien must be proved in BC Su-
preme Court. Accordingly, to en-
force the lien, a lawsuit must be 
commenced. 

As with the lien itself there are 
time limits here that a lien claim-
ant must be aware of. A lien ac-
tion must be commenced within 
a year of filing the lien or within 21 
days of a demand being made by 
the owner of the lands that a lien 
claimant commence its action. 

To protect your claim, a lien 
claimant must also file a docu-
ment known as Certificate of 
Pending Litigation (CPL) with the 
Land Title Office. 

A failure to commence your ac-
tion within time or to file a CPL 
will result in the absolute cancel-
lation of the land lien. • 

Norm Streu is president and chief 
operating officer of the LMS Reinforcing 
Stee l  Group.  Chr is topher H i r s t  i s 
managing partner and leader of the 
construction and engineering group at 
Alexander Holburn Beaudin + Lang LLP.

A builder’s lien primer
Contractors, workers need to be aware of time limits, legal requirements involved in pursuing liens to protect their interests

infrastructure: Social procurement 
invests in people and communities
Initiative supports local government and First Nations through education, training and coaching

By Brigitte Petersen

Including a social procurement 
element in building projects 
is increasingly becoming a 

way for the construction indus-
try to partner with local gov-
ernments in creating healthier 
communities.

Social procurement is a power-
ful tool communities can use 
with public infrastructure in-
vestments to create jobs, training 
and apprenticeship opportunities 
for marginalized people and to 
aid social enterprises, accord-
ing to Rory Kulmala, CEO of the 
Vancouver Island Construction 
Association (VICA). 

This is not to be confused with 
the provincial government’s 
Community Benefits Agreement 
which limits creation of jobs, 
training and apprenticeship op-
portunities to those willing to join 
one of 19 building trade unions.

The association, which has 480 
members, began exploring social 
procurement in 2016 as govern-
ments across the country started 
looking at the concept as a way 
to benefit communities by ad-
dressing social challenges such 

as poverty reduction.
For example, explained Kul-

mala, if a local government is 
spending $20 million on a con-
struction project, it could desig-
nate some fu nds for a social 
enterprise or include a mandate 
to employ barriered individuals, 
women, visible minorities or im-
migrants to tie public funds to a 
social good in the community.

“It defines a social objective that 
the community wants to couple to 
that investment,” he said. 

Active on Vancouver Island, the 
Sunshine Coast region and other 
coastal communities, the Coastal 
Communities Social Procure-
ment Initiative (CCSPI) supports 
local government and First Na-
tions social procurement through 
education, training and coach-
ing. The initiative, launched as 
a two-year pilot project in 2019 
with seed funding from the Is-
land Coastal Economic Trust, is a 
partnership between VICA, Scale 
Collaborative, Presentations Plus 
and Buy Social Canada. 

Social procurement provides a 
way for public agencies to lever-
age an investment in people and 
communities through construc-
tion projects that were already 
planned to move forward, but it’s 
not designed as a way to reduce 
project costs, explained Kulmala.

“This isn’t a save-money initia-
tive from a project point of view, 
but it is an investment where 
you’re putting people to work 
and you’ll see a benefit for those 
people,” he said. 

Growing as a practice globally, 
social procurement seeks to bet-
ter invest tax dollars to achieve 
positive social outcomes that 
help improve the lives of mar-
ginalized people. For example, 
a project could benefit a social 
enterprise that provides land-
scaping services and employs 
recovering alcoholics or women 
who are fleeing abusive relation-
ships, explained Kulmala.

“Social procurement can pro-
vide a purpose,” he said. “And 
sometimes when people have 
a purpose, they’re more like-
ly to see a quicker recovery or 

some kind of stability that they 
wouldn’t otherwise have.” 

Initially, six Vancouver Island 
communities subscribed to the 
CCSPI’s hub: Campbell River, 
Cumberland, Parksville, Qual-
icum Beach, Tofino and Victoria. 
Today, about 22 communities 
fund the initiative by subscrib-
ing, giving members access to re-
sources on CCSPI’s website. The 
site offers tools such as webinars, 
networking opportunities, tool 
kits and training for local gov-
ernments about how to include 
a social procurement component 
for a project.

CCSPI also provides training 
and support for social enterprises, 
local suppliers and contractors to 
help them prepare for social pro-
curement opportunities. Kulmala 
said including social procure-
ment in a project is one way to 
help make a community healthier, 
but it should never override the 
entire project or take away from 
best practices in construction.

“Social procurement doesn’t 
drive the project,” said Kulmala. 
“In the whole scheme of it, it’s a 
small contribution, but it can be 
a meaningful contribution.” •

Rory Kulmala, CEO, Vancouver Island Construction Association

This isn’t a save-money initiative from a project point 
of view, but it is an investment where you’re putting 
people to work and you’ll see a benefit for those 
people

Rory Kulmala, CEO 
of the Vancouver 
Island Construction 
Association | submitted
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